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 Moving into Management: Gender segregation and its effect on managerial 
attainment  
Abstract 
Steady progress has been achieved with implementing legislated public sector EEO policies and 
programs to fulfil the aim of increasing the representation of EEO groups in public employment 
(Boston, Martin, Pallot and Walsh, 1996). However, despite the employment gains delivered 
through equity legislation and policies, there remain areas of significant gender differences in the 
public sector labour market.  One of the most persistent problems confronting all labour markets 
has been segregation by gender and this characteristic employment pattern can be discerned 
across industry, occupation, firm and type of employment contract (Rubery and Fagan, 1995). 
This research compares and contrasts the effect of gender domination on the gender composition 
of tiers of management and numbers of Senior Executive Service (SES) across a state 
government public service in Australia. In this way, the career progression of males and females 
in female dominated and male dominated agencies can be examined to determine whether 
different career outcomes can be discerned under conditions of significantly greater numbers of 
one gender being employed. Findings indicate that men in female dominated agencies have 
different employment profiles and career patterns to those of women in male dominated agencies. 
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Introduction 
This research introduces the legislative environment for public sector EEO, describes and 
analyses the effects of gender segregation in the Western Australian public sector and 
specifically, examines employment effects in terms of managerial attainment for agencies in 
which gender domination is the most significant employment feature. The study examined gender 
equity issues in the West Australian public sector, focussing specifically on career progression 
and management composition in those agencies over-represented by either male or female 
employees. Agencies comprising greater than 60 percent of either males or females were 
considered to be gender dominated.  
 
Patterns of career opportunities and employment profiles of males and females differed according 
to whether an agency was male dominated or female dominated. It was expected that males in 
male dominated agencies and females in female dominated agencies would achieve better career 
outcomes than males in female dominated agencies and females in male dominated agencies. 
However, it was not clear that males in female dominated agencies and females in male 
dominated agencies experienced similar types of disadvantages in career progression.      
 
This research draws on the information contained in the large data sets on employment in public 
sector agencies collected as part the yearly reporting requirements according to Part IX of the 
Equal Opportunity Act 1984 as amended to the Office of EEO in Western Australia. The research 
problem focuses on whether women making inroads into management positions in male 
dominated agencies have experienced different employment outcomes to males in female 
dominated agencies. Pocock (1998, pp. 591) suggests that labour market evidence indicate that 
women are entering ‘men’s jobs’ in increasing numbers and males are consolidating within 
traditional male sectors. Empirical research in the study tests whether this is a feature of the 
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public sector employment profile. While variation according to type, size and function of agency 
is evident, the public sector has a history of applying sector-wide employment and organisational 
policies and thus provides an employment context amenable to extracting comparable data about 
salaries, management levels and career paths on an agency-by-agency basis. This information is 
valuable in determining possible solutions to the more difficult equity issues of breaking down 
gender segregation and women attaining senior managerial positions.  
 
Public sector context 
Traditionally the public sector was characterised by bureaucratic procedures to ensure decisions 
and actions were consistent, formalised and systematically addressed through the application of 
rules. In this sense the public sector was typically ‘rule-governed and predictable’ (Brubaker, 
1984, p. 2) and relied on a career service with standardised terms and conditions of employment 
(Caiden, 1965, pp. 2-4). Hede (1992) argued that following the first wave ‘merit reforms,’ 
implemented to remove patronage from public service, equity reforms gained impetus in the 
1970s. In this way, EEO policies and programs followed a bureaucratic model of devising 
rational structures to achieve fair processes.  
 
Equal Employment Opportunity policies and programs became viewed increasingly as a way of 
intervening in the labour market to improve women’s traditionally poor employment prospects. 
The Royal Commission on Australian Government Administration (RCAGA) recommended that 
legislation be enacted to implement Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) in the public sector as 
early as 1976 (Coombs et al., 1976). Legislation for EEO was stated to have a powerful 
‘declaratory value’ in promoting social change (Coombs et al., 1976, p. 190). However, it was not 
until the mid1980s that an amendment to the Australian Public Service Act compelled federal 
public sector agencies to develop EEO policies and programs (Halligan, 1988, p. 62).  
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The Australian Public Service amendments of 1984 required public sector agencies to develop 
strategies to improve the representation of Indigenous Australians, women, ethnic and disabled 
people across the levels and employment categories of the public sector (Wilenski, 1986). Other 
public sectors moved to introduce legislation to promote EEO at different times, the earliest being 
Victoria in 1974 and the latest was Queensland in 1992 (Ronalds, 1991; Brown, 1997). Western 
Australia enacted legislation to remove discrimination in public sector employment and promote 
equal opportunity in 1984 (Part IX, Equal Opportunity Act, 1984, WA).  
 
It has not been clear whether men suffer career disadvantages in feminised agencies and whether 
women achieve poorer gender equity outcomes in male dominated agencies. In this way, this 
research furthers investigation of the issue of workforce segregation establishing whether 
differential career outcomes along gender lines can be discerned within highly gender segregated 
agencies. At issue is the question of whether gender domination of particular public sector 
agencies has influenced specific gender equity outcomes. While other studies of gender 
segregation have focused on international country comparisons (Jensen, Hagan and Reddy, 1988; 
OECD, 1999) and industry and cross-sectoral comparisons (Game and Pringle, 1983; Pringle, 
1988), this work examines the particular experience of public servants in relation to individual 
career progression against a backdrop of gender segregation. This research concentrates on 
examining the issue of gender segregation and equity outcomes in a particular context, the West 
Australian public sector. The extent of gender segregation in WA agencies is mapped and the 
effect of a gender imbalance across agencies on career progression for both males and females is 
determined. 
   
Across the West Australian public sector, gender segregation can be evidenced in the extent to 
which female-dominated agencies and male-dominated agencies exist. In agencies such as Water 
Corporation, Western Power, Building Management Authority, Fisheries Department, Main 
 6
Roads WA and Police, over 70 percent of total employees are male (Office of Equal Employment 
Opportunity (OEEO), 1999). Agencies such as the Department of Health, Department of 
Community Services, Education Department, Ministry of the Premier and Cabinet and Disability 
Services Commission comprise female-dominated workforces having over 60 percent female 
employees (OEEO, 1999). In effect there is evidence of segregation by industry and occupation. 
The existence of highly gender segregated workforces within WA public sector agencies allows 
testing and comparison of the effect of male and female domination in advancing or hindering 
gender equity. The research will furnish empirical evidence to establish the extent of vertical and 
horizontal patterning of men and women in public sector agencies.  
 
Methodology 
This research utilised Office of Equal Opportunity (OEEO) data relating to management 
classification profiles, and gender composition to determine workforce effects of gender 
domination of public sector agencies in the West Australian state public sector. Only those 
agencies employing over 100 people were included in the study. Workplace size of greater than 
100 employees reflects the private sector equity legislation, Affirmative Action (Equal 
Employment Opportunity for Women) Act 1986 which covers only those organisations employing 
with over 100 people (Gardner and Palmer, 1997; Ronalds, 1991). Moreover, in comparing 
equity results across WA public sector agencies, the Office of EEO utilises data from only those 
agencies employing more than 100 people (OEEO, 1999).   
 
Gender density of agencies was calculated in accordance with the figure of 60 percent or larger 
adopted in the Report, Work and Family: State of Play, (Work and Family Unit (W&FU), 1999). 
Agencies with a gender density of greater than 60 percent females were categorised as ‘female 
dominated’ (see Table I). Areas which are traditionally female dominated include teaching and 
welfare (Gardner and Palmer, 1997) and this is borne out in the findings of the WA study. 
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Agencies in the WA public sector included community service agencies such as disability 
services, family and children’s’ services and health, and the Education Department were found to 
be female dominated. In addition, two central agencies feature as being female dominated, the 
Department of Productivity and Labour Relations and, Ministry of Premier and Cabinet (MP&C), 
employing 60 percent and 68 percent women employees respectively in 1998.  
--------------------------------- 
Take in Table I about Here 
--------------------------------- 
It should be noted that two agencies with the highest level of female domination, WA 
Government Health System (76%) and the Education Department of WA (75%) are the largest 
agencies in the WA public sector employing around 30,000 in each agency, making a total of 
almost 60,000 people. These two agencies account for over 90% of the employees in the female 
dominated agencies.  
 
Agencies comprising 60 percent or greater male fixed term and permanent employees were 
classified as male dominated (see Table II). Agencies with the highest percentages of male 
employees were highly segregated, with a total of eight agencies employing workforces 
comprising over 75 percent males compared to only two agencies employing greater than 75% 
females. However, total numbers of employees in these male dominated agencies was 
significantly less than the two female dominated agencies, involving only 16,281 employees 
compared to 58,996 in those two female dominated agencies.  
 
In sum, of the 56 agencies employing over 100 people, 13 agencies were female dominated and 
21 agencies were male dominated. While a greater number of agencies were classified as male 
dominated, the total number of employees in female dominated agencies outweighed the number 
of employees in male dominated agencies over 2:1. A total of 22 agencies were classified as 
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gender neutral, as these agencies employing over 100 staff exhibited gender densities of between 
40 and 60 percent. Overall, the patterns of domination by gender are quite different – male 
agencies are dominated across the whole agency, whereas female dominated agencies are 
overwhelmingly dominated by females at the lower ranges of the agency structure.  
---------------------------------- 
Take in Table II about here 
---------------------------------- 
Results and Discussion 
The main focus of the research was to compare career progression of females in female 
dominated agencies with males in male dominated agencies and, career progression of females in 
male dominated agencies with that of males in female dominated agencies. Career progression 
was investigated across Management Tiers, and the Senior Executive Service to determine the 
effects of gender domination on management careers in the West Australian public sector. There 
were three tiers of management. Tier 3 Management is defined as those managers who are 
responsible for formulating polices and strategies and being accountable for budgetary and 
human resource aspects of a defined area. Tier 3 Managers are responsible to Tier 2 
Management.  The responsibilities of Tier 2 Management are of a higher order than Tier 3 
Management as these managers are directly responsible for leadership and direction of other 
managers and assist Tier 1 Managers with organisational strategies and plans.  Tier 1 
Management is defined as having ultimate control of the organisation. It is expected that there is 
only one Tier 1 Management position for each agency. In this way, the Affirmative Action 
Agency data is replicated (AA Agency, 1998). Data on Management Tiers is only available for 
years 1997-1999 as this type of data began being collected from this time.  
 
In order to test the effects of gender domination on career progression and entry to management 
positions, raw employment figures for each agency were drawn from a series of EEO Yearly 
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Report data. This data included the gender composition of Tiers of Management (Tier 1 to Tier 3, 
with Tier 1 being the highest tier) from 1997 to 1999 and the Senior Executive Service from 1994 
to 1999. 
 
Within each management tier and SES band, the raw employment figures were transformed to 
percentages. Each management tier was divided along gender lines and the percentages were 
derived from the gender composition of each tier rather than the total number in managerial 
positions. This was done to provide a clearer understanding of the gender make-up within each 
management tier for all agencies.  
 
The data was analysed two ways. First, t-tests were performed to determine if there were 
differences in representation of females in female dominated agencies and the representation of 
males in male dominated agencies. This analysis was repeated to determine whether there were 
differences in female representation in male dominated agencies and female representation in 
male dominated agencies.  
 
Second, using paired t-tests the extent of compression of women within managerial tiers and the 
SES was assessed. Compression indicates the extent to which particular groups of workers are 
located in the lower ranges of occupational groupings (AA Agency, 1992, p. 73). For example, 
for tier 1 1997 and 1998, and tier 1 1998 and 1999 were paired and examined for significant 
differences in from one year to the next. This process shows any significant increases or 
decreases from one level to the next and provides an indicator of whether women are being 
promoted to the next level in a reasonable proportion to their current level of representation This 
indicates ‘promotion flow’ from one managerial level to the next. The technique was used to 
establish whether women have maintained their original position from the previous level.  
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Managerial Outcomes 
Greater managerial attainment for women has been considered an indicator of a dynamic, 
inclusive organisational culture, denoting the ability of organisations to undergo positive change 
(Wajcman, 1998). Typically, equity initiatives have included improving numbers of women in 
management, along with non-discriminatory recruitment and selection processes, moving women 
out of poorly paying jobs, shifting women into non-traditional jobs and providing access to 
training and development programs (Kramar, 1995). Women’s participation in management in 
Australia increased from 17 percent in 1975 to 25 percent in 1991 (Tharenou and Conroy, 1994). 
However, since 1991 no significant gains have been made in relation to women increasing their 
share of management positions. It was reported that there was only a 0.05 percent increase in the 
percentage of women in management in 1997 (AAA, 1998).  
 
The WA data indicate that women have started to shift into the lower level management 
positions. The Office of EEO data tracks the level of decision-making in agencies in relation to 
gender through gathering information about tiers of management. Data indicate that women have 
increased their level of participation in management structures albeit from a very low base (see 
Figure 1). In the years 1997, 1998 and 1999, however, there were significantly more men than 
women across all the tiers of management, irrespective of the gender domination of the agency. T 
values ranged from –2.15, p <.05 to –6.38. p < .001. Thus, Wajcman’s (1998) argument that 
management has been perceived as a significantly male domain and this has been a significant 
cultural barrier to women moving into management positions has been supported. 
  
The sexual division of labour resulting in the domination of industry sectors, organisations and 
professions by one gender is argued to be a major factor shaping workplace relations (Game and 
Pringle, 1983; Burton, 1991). Problems of gender domination include women workers crowded 
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into a narrow range of jobs, lack of opportunities for promotion and development and insufficient 
opportunity to develop a broad range of skills (Gardner and Palmer, 1997; Hagan and Jensen, 
1988). Segregation by gender results in individual costs to women workers in terms of narrower 
range of employment choices and opportunities, along with lower pay but there are also broader 
economic and social costs. It is contended that gender segregation of the workforce inhibits 
flexibility in responding to pressures of structural adjustment and prevents expanding national 
skills bases resulting in a less competitive economy (OECD, 1991).  
 
In comparing equity outcomes in relation to managerial attainment and representation of females 
in female dominated agencies to that of males in male dominated agencies, it was found that the 
position of women has worsened since 1997. The data was investigated to determine whether 
there was a difference in managerial attainment for females in male dominated agencies 
compared to males in female dominated agencies. It was found while female managers in male 
dominated agencies are maintaining their position (albeit from a very low base) women in female 
dominated agencies are being held back. There is a noticeable drop in Tier 2 female managers 
and women moving through Tiers 3 and 2 are stalled in 1998 and 1999. This is expected to have a 
flow-on effect in preventing women from reaching Tier 1 management positions.  
 
Compression  
For females in female dominated agencies, there is no evidence of compression as the t-tests were 
all non significant. Women are neither losing nor gaining positions, but merely remain at their 
low levels (see Figure 1). For females in male dominated agencies, however, there is a significant 
decrease in 1999 from level 3 (mean = 83.41%) to level 2 (mean = 93.26%), t = 2.36, p <.05. 
From Tiers 2 to 1 there was no significant increase or decrease. In the other years, 1997 and 1998 
there is no evidence of compression.  
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Overall, women are retaining their positions, but are not increasing their share from their original 
position of significant under-representation in all three tiers of management. The findings also 
indicate that whether an agency is male dominated or female dominated, males still end up with 
greater access to management positions. 
 
Over time, women have improved their representation throughout the public sector workforce. 
However, women have not been able to improve significantly their representation in senior 
management positions. In female dominated agencies, women have increased their share of 
senior management positions. However, this shift has been not been matched by a concomitant 
change in the proportion of females occupying management positions in male dominated 
agencies, nor of women increasing their shares of management positions overall to a significant 
extent. While women have been able to gain a higher share of senior management positions in 
female dominated agencies over time, females have only experienced a slight upward shift in the 
proportion of management positions occupied in male dominated agencies.     
---------------------------------- 
Take in Figure 1 about here 
---------------------------------------- 
Women have been able to increase their overall numbers in higher salary ranges in male 
dominated agencies, however, this increase has occurred from a very low base. Women were 
almost entirely absent from salary ranges 7 to 10 in 1993 and were shown to occupy only around 
10 percent of those salary ranges in 1999. Males have shown real gains in progressing through 
female dominated agencies, but there has been a small slowing of male domination at the more 
senior levels since 1996. 
 
Senior Executive Service (SES) 
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The Senior Executive Service (SES) is based on the concept of a core of senior managers with 
high-level generalist skills working as an elite team of public sector executives (Davis, 1995). 
The SES was established to develop a cadre of senior managers as part of incorporating private 
sector-style managerial principles into public sector restructuring and reform processes (Davis, 
1995). Introducing the SES provided an opportunity to change the composition of the ‘old-style’ 
senior public servant ranks, however, the SES in Western Australia is still male-dominated. 
 
Male domination of the SES has continued to be a feature of the WA public sector. For both 
female dominated and male dominated agencies during the period 1994-997, overall there were 
more men than women occupying SES positions. 
 
From 1994 until 1999, significant differences are found in comparing females in female 
dominated agencies with males in male dominated agencies (see Figure 2). Data indicate that 
men have better career outcomes than women in the SES levels (t values ranged from –4.69 to -
20.12, p <.001). However, the percentage of women in the SES in female dominated agencies has 
improved from 11 percent in 1994 to 43 percent in 1999. However, actual numbers are quite 
small. 
---------------------------------- 
Take in Figure 2 about here 
---------------------------------- 
 
The above findings for representation of women in the SES were repeated when comparing 
females in male dominated agencies and males in female dominated agencies. Findings indicate 
that the prospects for females in gaining SES positions in male dominated agencies are not as 
good as for males in female dominated agencies. However, size is a confounding factor in 
relation to the results as six agencies employ no women in SES positions at all.  
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There has been an increase in the numbers of women being promoted to Senior Executive Service 
(SES) positions, although this result has been achieved from a very low base. The findings 
indicate that whether an agency is male dominated or female dominated, males still maintain 
greater access to the senior management positions. Over time, women have improved their access 
to these senior positions but the gains have been very small.    
 
When only large organisations are taken into account, males still overwhelmingly occupy SES 
positions and this finding is especially significant in relation to the high level of female 
domination of particularly the large education and health agencies. It appears that women are not 
able to consolidate their career trajectories by gaining access to SES positions. The lack of 
women in the traditional ‘feeder’ groups of the SES, the senior management positions, accounts 
for some of the problems in gaining access to these positions. However, the preponderance of 
women at the lower organisational levels provides a large pool of potential applicants for higher 
level positions but career progression appears hindered.  
 
Compression 
There is no evidence for compression for females in female dominated agencies, males in male 
dominated agencies, females in male dominated agencies or males in female dominated agencies. 
These non-significant results may reflect the volatility of the percentages due to the low numbers 
of SES personnel and does not reflect necessarily that there is no compression present. For 
females in male dominated agencies there is also no evidence of compression, but this is not 
considered significant as the data relates only to one person (see Figure 2). Visual inspection of 
Figure 2 suggests that the position of females in female dominated agencies is improving and 
moving toward a more equitable position.  
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Conclusion 
The findings of this research indicate that the position of women in the WA public sector is 
improving slowly. This finding confirms the general trend for improvements in the participation 
of women in the public sector following the results of a New Zealand study (Boston et al, 1996). 
However, there are areas that are shown to be resistant to measures designed to improve equity 
outcomes. Overall, the proportion of women in management and their progression through the 
different levels of management remains problematic. While women have increased their level of 
participation in management structures, their participation remains extremely low. In the years 
1997, 1998 and 1999, there were significantly more men than women across all three tiers of 
management, irrespective of the gender domination of the agency.  
  
Evidence indicates that males can break through the career hierarchy in female dominated 
agencies but women are unable to move into higher ranges of male dominated agencies. In this 
way, the advantage of greater numbers of women in female dominated agencies does not 
necessarily translate into advantage in gaining senior management positions. The structure of the 
public sector appears more like a funnel rather than the traditional triangle-shaped hierarchical 
structure and it appears that more men are able to move through the different salary levels into 
senior management positions.  
 
The position of women in management requires serious scrutiny. Data indicate that women in 
management positions in male dominated agencies have not been disadvantaged in progressing 
but it should be noted that women managers represent only a very small proportion of 
management levels in male dominated agencies. However, in female dominated agencies women 
managers appear to be experiencing difficulties in progression through the tiers of management. 
Women’s representation within the Senior Executive Service (SES) is gradually improving, 
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however, again, progression and share of management tiers is still dramatically less than that of 
males. 
 
In the examination of WA public sector agencies, it was revealed that gender domination is 
expressed through different characteristics for male dominated agencies and female dominated 
agencies. Male dominated agencies tend to comprise males dispersed throughout the agency and 
clustering at the most senior levels. However, in female dominated agencies, women are clustered 
at the lower levels of the agency and do not tend to be represented in significant numbers in 
senior management positions. 
 
Findings reveal that women in male dominated agencies are remaining fairly static in their overall 
representation in these types of agencies, neither losing nor gaining ground in employment 
categories. However, it should be noted that women represent only a small proportion of total 
employees in male dominated agencies, there being only one woman occupying the most senior 
position in a range of agencies. There are however, real gains being made by men in progressing 
through female dominated agencies. Men have been able to increase their share of employment 
throughout all levels of female dominated agencies over time. 
 
This research has indicated that different gender segregation effects for males and females can be 
discerned across Management Tiers and the SES in the WA public sector. The ability to progress 
through management tiers differs according to whether an agency is male dominated or female 
dominated. Male domination of public sector agencies creates powerful blockages for women 
stepping onto the managerial career path, although those few women who reach managerial 
positions are not losing ground in their progression rates. The effect of male domination in public 
sector agencies has been to generally block women from participating in management tiers, and 
for those few women who are able to achieve management positions, progression through 
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managerial tiers remains static.  While it could be expected that women may have better 
prospects for managerial attainment in female dominated agencies, progression through higher 
level management tiers is problematic. Women in female dominated agencies are moving into the 
first tier of management but are not progressing through to the higher tiers in numbers that are 
commensurate with their representation in the lower tier.   
  
These outcomes may be a result of the glass ceiling effect, changing structures which funnel men 
into senior level positions rather than women and entrenched HRM practices which select men 
rather than women into higher management positions. Further research into the professional 
qualifications of the men occupying senior management positions in male dominated agencies 
may reveal that senior positions are expected to filled by those emerging from traditional male 
professions such as engineering, technical or trades areas. Few women have gained qualifications 
in these areas and may find difficulty being considered for promotion without this type of 
background.   
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Table I. Female Dominated Agencies in the WA Public Sector, 1998 
Public Authority 
>100 permanent and fixed term employees 
% Women Total Staff 
WA Government Health System 76 30,349 
Education Department of WA 75 28,647 
Legal Aid Western Australia 74 210 
Department of Family & Children’s Services 72 1,341 
Country High School Hostels Association 69 147 
Disability Services Commission 68 2,193 
Ministry of Premier & Cabinet 68 1,040 
Ministry for Culture & the Arts. 63 1,029 
Hedland College 62 170 
Dept of Productivity & Labour Relations 60 113 
Director of Public Prosecutions 60 106 
WA Tourism Commission 60 164 
Greater Southern Regional College of TAFE 60 742 
TOTAL EMPLOYEES  65,250 
  Source OEEC (1999); MP&C (1998) 
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Table II. Male Dominated Agencies in the WA Public Sector, 1998 
Public Authority 
>100 permanent and fixed term employees 
% Women Total Staff 
Westrail 5 1,665 
Fire & Emergency Services Authority 9 975 
Western Power 12 3,301 
Main Roads WA 15 1,385 
Fremantle Port Authority 20 188 
Alinta Gas 21 430 
Water Corporation 21 2,126 
Police Department 25 6,211 
Dept Conservation & Land Management 28 1,710 
Treasury Department 29 189 
Fisheries Department 31 435 
Valuer General’s Office 31 261 
Dept of Contract & Management Services 32 390 
Department of Land Administration 33 736 
Department of Minerals and Energy 34 704 
Agriculture WA 35 2,310 
Department of Resources Development 35 107 
Water & Rivers Commission 37 359 
State Revenue Department 37 224 
Ministry of Justice 39 3,789 
Zoological Gardens Board 40 108 
TOTAL EMPLOYEES  27,603 
  Source: OEEO (1999); MP&C (1998) 
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Figure 1. 1997-1999 Management Tiers and Gender Representation. 
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Figure 2. 1994-1999 SES and Gender Representation. 
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